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Director's  Office,  Dept,  of  Health  and  Environmental  Sciences 
Montana  Dept,  of  Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks 
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Parks  Division 
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Wildlife  Division 

Regional  Information  Officers 


State  Historic  Preservation  Office,  Montana  Historical  Society 
State  Library 

Jim  Jensen,  Montana  Environmental  Information  Center, 

P.O.Box  1184,  Helena,  Montana  59624 
Janet  Ellis,  Montana  Audubon  Council,  P.O.Box  595,  Helena,  MT  59624 
Wayne  Hirst,  Hirst  and  Associates,  P.O.Box  728,  Libby,  MT  59923 
George  Ochenski,  Government  Affairs  and  Consulting, 

P.O.Box  689,  Helena,  MT  59624 


Ladies  and  Gentlemen: 

The  enclosed  Environmental  Assessment  (EA)  has  been  prepared 
for  the  Bigfork  Fishing  Access  Site  improvement  project  and  is 
submitted  for  your  consideration.  This  project  is  proposed  on  a 
site  currently  operated  by  the  Department. 

The  scope  of  the  proposed  work  has  been  determined  to  be 
sufficient  to  initiate  the  H.B.  495  process.  Both  the  Montana 
Environmental  Policy  Act  and  H.B.  495  report  considerations  are 
included  in  the  following  document.  The  specific  items  required  in 
H.B.  495  are  identified  on  the  EA  checklist  and  addressed  in  the 
comments  of  those  respective  sections. 

Any  questions  or  comments  on  this  project  should  be  addressed 
to  the  undersigned  by  April  30,  1993. 
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MONTANA  DEPARTMENT  OF  FISH,  WILDLIFE  & PARKS 
1420  East  Sixth  Avenue,  Helena,  MT  59620 
(406)  444-2449 


ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT 


Division/Bureau  FISHERIES 

Project  or  Application  Bigfork  Fishing  Access  Site 

Description  of  Project  The  existing  site  at  Bigfork  is  in  need  of  renovation 
to  accomodate  angler  use  and  provide  year  round  boat  launching  opportunity 
to  Flathead  Lake. 
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POTENTIAL  IMPACT  ON  PHYSICAL  ENVIRONMENT 


Comments  on 


Major 

Moderate 

Minor 

None 

Unknown 

Attached  Pages 

1. 

Terrestrial  & aquatic  life  and 
habitats 

X 

2. 

Water  quality,  quantity  and 
distribution 

X 

X 
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Geology  & soil  quality,  stability 
and  moisture 

X 

X 
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Vegetation  cover,  quantity  and 
quality 

X 

X 

5. 

Aesthetics 

X 

^I^acity 

6. 

Air  quality 

X 

7. 

Unique,  endangered,  fragile,  or 
limited  environmental  resources 

X 
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Demands  on  environmental 
resources  of  land,  water,  air  and 
energy 

X 
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9. 
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sites 

X 
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UNKNOWN 
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8.  Quantity  Sc 
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9.  Distribution  Sc 
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X 

10.  Demands  for 
government  services 

X 
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Maintenance 

11.  Industrial  Si 
commercial  activity 
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12.  Demands  for  energy 

X 
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goals 

X 

14.  Transportation 
networks  Si  traffic 
flows 

X 

15.  Site  Specific 
Modification  System 
wide 

X 
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Other  groups  or  agencies  contacted  or  which  may  have 
jurisdiction  State  Historical  Preservation  Office.  Soil  Conservation 
Service.  U.S.  Fish  & Wildlife  Service.  MT  Dept,  of  Natural  Resources 

Individuals  or  groups  contributing  to  this  EA  SCS.  USFWS,  DNRC , MDFWP 

Recommendation  concerning  preparation  of  EIS  No  EIS  required. 

EA  prepared  by  : Bruce  J.  Rehwinkel 


Date: 
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Montana  Department  of  Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks 
Fisheries  Division 

Environmental  Assessment  and  H.B.  495  Document 
Bigfork  Fishing  Access  Site  Renovation  Project 

General  Purpose:  The  1977  Montana  Legislature  enacted  statute 
87-1-605  which  directs  the  Department  to  acquire,  develop  and 
operate  a system  of  fishing  accesses.  The  legislation  established 
an  earmarked  funding  account  to  ensure  that  this  function  would  be 
accomplished.  The  existing  site  at  Bigfork  is  in  need  of 
renovation  to  accommodate  angler  use  and  to  provide  year  round  boat 
launching  opportunity  to  Flathead  Lake. 

I . Location  of  Project 

The  Bigfork  Fishing  Access  Site  is  located  on  0.69  acres  of 
perpetually  leased  Department  of  Transportation  property  in 
Township  27  North,  Range  20  West,  Section  36  (Flathead  County) . In 
more  practical  terms,  Bigfork  FAS  is  on  the  extreme  lower  reach  of 
the  Swan  River  within  the  Flathead  Lake  water  fluctuation  pool. 
This  small  triangle  of  property  is  positioned  between  MT  Highway  35 
on  the  west,  the  Swan  River  on  the  North  and  urban  development  on 
the  east. 

II . Need  for  the  Project 

The  total  estimated  fishing  pressure  in  Montana  for  1991  was 
2,300,763  anglers  days.  The  Fishing  Access  Site  program  currently 
has  308  sites  distributed  across  the  state  in  all  major  drainages. 
This  program  is  an  essential  component  of  fisheries  management  in 
Montana  because  a large  percentage  of  the  angler  use  is  achieved 
through  these  sites. 

The  Big  Fork  site  is  one  of  eleven  public  access  points  to 
Flathead  Lake.  Currently,  there  are  only  three  public  sites 
(Wayfarers,  Yellow  Bay  and  Somers)  that  offer  boat  access  to  the 
lake  at  all  water  elevations.  Total  fishing  pressure  on  Flathead 
Lake  during  1992  was  estimated  at  73,393  angler  days.  When  the 
boat  ramp  at  Big  Fork  is  renovated  to  allow  low  pool  access  (the 
lake  can  be  lowered  up  to  10  feet)  , the  annual  pressure  supplied  by 
this  site  is  estimated  at  3,336  angler  days  per  year.  This 
estimate  of  angler  pressure  includes  a 5%  increase  in  use. 

III . Scope  of  Project 

The  Bigfork  Fishing  Access  Site  already  exists  as  a developed 
public  access  point.  The  current  boat  ramp  does  not  extend  far 
enough  to  allow  winter  use  and  that  which  exists  has  deteriorated 
through  use  and  wave  action.  A latrine  was  constructed  earlier  and 
continues  to  function.  Parking  space  is  extremely  limited  with  the 
current  site  design.  Damage  to  the  site  trees  caused  by  limited 
available  parking  suggests  a need  for  traffic  barriers. 
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Additionally,  site  development  and  management  must  consider 
the  neighboring  landowners.  In  the  case  of  the  Bigfork  site,  the 
very  close  neighbors  are  attractive  urban  residences.  Therefore, 
the  Department  must  make  every  effort  to  manage  in  a responsible 
fashion  and  minimize  negative  impacts  of  a public  access  site. 

A preliminary  site  design  is  included  as  Appendix  A. 

The  specific  improvements  being  proposed  and  their  estimated 
costs  are  as  follows: 

1)  Parking  Areas  are  needed  to  accommodate  additional 
anglers  and  provide  opportunities  for  persons  with 
disabilities.  The  parking  modifications  will  include 
1,025  square  feet  of  paved  pad  for  the  handicapped  and 
15,250  square  feet  of  gravel  parking.  The  new  parking  is 
intended  to  accommodate  six  vehicles  with  trailers  and 
six  individual  vehicles.  The  cost  of  providing  this 
amount  of  parking  is  estimated  at  $11,725. 

2)  Paved  Trail  is  included  to  provide  access  from  the 
handicapped  parking  pad  to  the  latrine.  There  will  be  an 
estimated  535  square  feet  of  trail  surface.  The 
estimated  cost  of  this  paving  is  $2,147. 

3)  Vehicle  Barriers  need  to  be  placed  near  existing  trees 
and  bushes  to  protect  them  from  bark  damage  usually  done 
by  vehicles.  The  cost  of  barriers  and  their  placement  is 
estimated  at  $900. 

4)  Signs  are  needed  to  inform  the  public  of  the  site's 
existence,  define  site  rules  and  acknowledge  handicapped 
accessible  facilities.  Three  signs  are  needed  and  they 
will  cost  $1,500. 

5)  Boat  Ramp  renovation  is  needed  to  improve  the  site's 
function  and  expand  winter  access  to  Flathead  Lake.  The 
proposed  design  is  for  a 20  foot  by  50  foot  concrete 
ramp  that  will  cost  an  estimated  $7,400. 

6)  Dock  facilities  are  included  in  the  preliminary  design  to 
aid  loading  and  unloading  of  the  lake  craft  used  in  this 
vicinity.  The  dock  is  estimated  to  cost  $7,500. 
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7)  Miscellaneous  Facilities  included  in  this  project  are  a 
light,  two  pipe  gates  and  some  rock  rip-rap.  The  light 
is  intended  to  discourage  unwanted  site  use  and  will  cost 
$1,000.  The  pipe  gates  are  needed  to  limit  access  to  day 
time  use  since  this  site  is  located  in  a residential 
area.  These  gates  are  estimated  to  cost  $3,200.  The 
rock  rip-rap  is  needed  to  eliminate  bank  erosion  caused 
by  wave  action,  water  level  manipulations  and  site  use. 
The  cost  of  the  bank  protection  is  estimated  at  $2,000. 

IV.  Environmental  Impact  Checklist 

See  the  attached  checklist. 

V.  Explanation  of  Minor  Impacts  to  the  Physical  Environment 

2 ) Water  Quality 

Minor  improvements  in  water  quality  will  result  from  this 
project  through  reduced  contribution  of  sediment  from  the 
site  to  the  surface  waters.  Reduced  erosion  will  result 
from  improved  site  grading,  gravel  surfacing  of  roadways, 
placement  of  additional  bank  protection  and  installation 
of  a usable  paved  boat  ramp. 

A temporary  and  slight  degradation  of  water  quality  is 
likely  to  result  during  the  construction  period.  This  is 
usually  unavoidable  during  boat  ramp  construction.  Any 
construction  that  might  contribute  sediment  to  the 
surface  waters,  will  be  required  to  secure  a Water 
Quality  "3 A"  exemption  from  the  Montana  Department  of 
Health  and  Environmental  Sciences.  Compliance  with  the 
stipulations  of  these  permits  are  required  of  all  project 
contractors . 

3 ) Soil  Stability 

As  in  the  previous  section,  this  project  will  reduce 
soil  erosion  through  appropriate  road  improvements.  The 
new  site  roads  will  provide  access  and  parking  with  the 
intended  side-benefit  of  controlling  unwanted  random  use 
that  often  results  in  compromising  the  vegetation  and 
increasing  erosion.  This  improvement  project  will 
protect  the  trees  and  bushes  presently  on  this  site  and 
allow  other  vegetative  ground  cover  to  improve  and 
stabilize  the  site  soils. 

4 ) Vegetative  Cover 

As  previously  stated,  this  site  project  will  improve  the 
integrity  of  the  vegetation  that  exists  beyond  the 
margins  of  the  expanded  parking  areas. 
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Those  portions  of  the  site  that  will  be  developed  as 
expanded  parking  will,  in  all  likelihood,  be 
irretrievably  committed  to  recreational  site  uses.  Those 
portions  of  the  site  that  represent  the  expanded 
development  are  now  mostly  denuded  of  vegetation 
from  excessive  and  uncontrolled  recreational  use.  When 
managing  a recreational  site  of  such  small  size  with 
moderate  to  heavy  use,  there  appear  to  be  few  - if  any  - 
alternatives  to  this  impact. 

5)  Aesthetics 

H.B.  495  requires  consideration  of  the  site's  capacity 
for  development.  The  proposed  design  utilizes  standard 
engineering  practices  to  provide  the  expanded  parking  and 
extended  boat  ramp. 

Site  aesthetics  will  be  improved  through  this  project. 
The  desirability  of  maintaining  the  trees  will  be  ensured 
by  vehicle  barriers  that  will  preclude  bark  damage. 
Eliminating  deteriorated  facilities  - like  the  ramp  and 
user-pioneered  parking  areas  will  encourage  users  to 
behave  responsibly. 

By  improving  the  boat  ramp  for  year  round  use,  the 
recreationist  will  have  expanded  opportunities  during  low 
use  and  excellent  fishing  periods  on  Flathead  Lake 
(winter) . 

8)  Demands  on  Environmental  Resources 

The  intent  of  the  Fishing  Access  Site  program  is  to 
provide  opportunity  for  quality  water-based  outdoor 
recreation.  This  renovation  project  will  allow  continued 
use  of  this  site  without  degradation.  This  project  will 
not  accommodate  a dramatic  increase  in  the  use  level  of 
Flathead  Lake  and  will  not  cause  an  erosion  of  the 
quality  of  the  recreational  experience. 

9)  Historical  and  Archeological  Sites 

The  State  Historical  Preservation  Office  letter 
authorizing  the  Department  to  proceed  with  this  project 
is  attached  as  Appendix  B. 

V.  Explanation  of  Minor  Impacts  to  the  Human  Environment 

6)  Quantity  and  Distribution  of  Community  and  Personal 

Income  — H.B.  495  Requirement  - Tourism 


See  the  section  below  entitled,  "Commercial  Activity". 
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7 ) Access  to  and  Quality  of  Recreational  Activities 

See  the  section  above  entitled  "Demands  on  Environmental 
Resources" . 

10)  Demands  for  Government  Services  — H.B.  495  Requirement 
- Long-range  Maintenance  of  the  Improvements 

This  site  will  require  no  additional  commitment  of  funds 
for  operation  and  maintenance  after  the  proposed 
renovation  project.  The  Bigfork  site  is  located  in  the 
Department's  Administrative  Region  1 where  there  are  39 
sites  operated  under  the  Fishing  Access  Site  program. 

The  regional  operation  and  maintenance  per  site  average 
is  $2,294  annually.  Additionally,  there  is  a $224 
administrative  charge  for  the  Helena  staff  time 
obligations.  The  source  of  the  funds  dedicated  to 
maintenance  of  fishing  sites  is  the  License  Account  and 
the  25%  portion  of  the  Fishing  Access  Site  earmarked 
license  funds. 

Certainly,  the  cost  of  site  maintenance  will  inflate  over 
time  as  any  other  components  of  the  economy.  The  most 
obvious  means  to  account  for  these  inflated  costs  would 
be  through  periodic  license  fee  increases.  Experience 
over  recent  years  has  indicated  that  these  legislatively 
controlled  fees  are  not  being  allowed  to  increase  at  the 
rate  of  inflation.  Therefore,  another  strategy  will 
probably  have  to  be  employed  to  operate  this  system 
indefinitely. 

The  next  most  obvious  alternative  is  to  use  Federal 
funds.  Given  the  condition  of  the  federal  budget,  it 
appears  wise  to  consider  yet  another  plan  for  long-term 
maintenance. 

The  last  possibility  - partnerships  with  local 
individuals  or  groups  - would  require  substantial 
adjustment  but  may  be  the  most  cost  effective.  Such  an 
approach  may  have  the  side-benefit  of  improving  the 
Department's  standing  in  the  local  community,  as  that 
community  begins  to  take  "ownership"  of  the  public  access 
points. 

The  "bottomline"  on  the  maintenance  issue  is  that  the 
Department  has  made  a commitment  to  provide  these  Fishing 
Access  Sites  and  is  determined  to  fulfill  that 
commitment. 
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11)  Commercial  Activity 
on  Tourism 


H.B.  495  Requirement  - Impacts 


This  renovation  should  improve  the  site  aesthetics  but 
will  have  negligible  impact  on  the  local  economy  or  human 
distribution.  This  project  will  simply  make  lake  access 
and  especially  winter  lake  access  more  convenient  for  the 
existing  angling  public.  The  site  project  is  not  large 
enough  to  have  a significant  impact  on  angler  numbers 
using  Flathead  Lake  since  the  current  estimated  angling 
pressure  already  exceeds  70,000  anglers  per  year. 

A early  draft  of  this  project  proposal  was  taken  to  the 
Montana  Department  of  Commerce,  Travel  Montana  for 
review.  Clint  Blackwood  reviewed  the  plan  and  concluded 
that  the  work  would  have  a slightly  positive  to  very 
positive  but  unquantif iable  impact  on  the  local  tourism 
economy. 


15)  H.B.  495  Requirement  - Describe  how  this  project  relates 

to  the  entire  Fishing  Access  Site  system  as  a whole 


This  project  is  minimal  in  scope  and  is  therefore  within 
the  conservative  intent  of  the  entire  system.  There  is 
nothing  being  proposed  at  this  site  that  could  be 
interpreted  as  a divergence  from  past  management. 


Strategic  Planning  accomplished  by  the  Department  of 
Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks  during  1992  has  set  five  goals. 
Goal  B is  "Provide  increased  opportunities  for  public 
enjoyment  of  fish,  wildlife  and  parks  resources  while 
maintaining  our  commitment  to  improve  landowner- 
sportsperson  relations."  This  Fishing  Access  Site 
project  is  intended  to  accomplish  this  goal  of  providing 
slightly  expanded  or  restored  opportunity. 

VI . Discussion  and  Evaluation  of  Reasonable  Alternatives 

1)  The  "No  Action"  Alternative 

If  no  alteration  is  done  to  the  Bigfork  Fishing  Access 
Site,  several  negative  situations  will  occur. 


The  site  will  continue  to  have  its  vegetative  cover 
deteriorate  which  will  result  in  the  expansion  of  the 
noxious  weed  infestation.  As  the  site  vegetation 
declines,  the  contribution  of  sediment  to  the  surface 
waters  will  increase. 
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Roadways  will  continue  to  deteriorate.  This  will 
initially  detract  from  the  outdoor  experience,  later 
legal  liability  problems  could  be  a result. 

The  existing  boat  ramp  does  not  extend  far  enough  to 
provide  year  round  use.  Therefore,  winter  access  to 
Flathead  Lake  would  remain  limited.  Additionally,  the 
existing  ramp  is  nearly  unusable  during  high  water 
periods  because  of  the  deteriorated  condition.  Without 
renovation,  the  boat  ramp  would  continue  to  deteriorate 
to  the  point  of  providing  no  boat  launching  capabilities. 

Without  the  addition  of  the  handicapped  parking  pad  and 
trail,  the  site  would  not  accommodate  the  physically 
challenged.  Therefore,  MDFWP  would  not  be  in 
compliance  with  the  American  with  Disabilities  Act. 

If  fishing  access  sites  are  not  maintained  in  a 
responsible  manner,  the  entire  support  base  for  this 
program  is  likely  to  erode,  the  loss  of  support  will  be 
first  felt  by  adjacent  landowners  (weeds,  trespass, 
etc. ) . 

Current  level  of  site  management  will  predictably  result 
in  justifiable  political  pressure  to  limit  the  program. 
If  this  program  were  to  be  severely  limited,  there  would 
be  dramatic  reductions  in  access  to  Montana's  high 
quality  outdoor  recreational  opportunities.  Such 
restriction  of  opportunity  would  likely  have  impacts  to 
the  state's  growing  tourism  economy. 

2 ) The  Proposed  Alternative 

The  Bigfork  Fishing  Access  Site  renovation  project  is  an 
effort  to  improve  site  facilities  to  provide  better 
recreational  opportunities.  This  project  will  result  in 
the  following: 

a year  round  boat  launch  facility, 

an  improved  rapport  with  the  adjacent  residential 
neighbors , 

a continued  protection  of  many  site  trees  while 
enlarging  the  site  capacity  for  current  use  level, 

a reduced  sediment  contribution  to  the  surface 
waters, 
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a more  manageable  noxious  weed  situation, 

a reduced  possibility  of  litigation  resulting  from 
deteriorating  site  conditions, 

a continuation  of  approximately  the  current  angler 
use  levels  and  a static  or  improving  support  base. 

3 ) An  Expanded  Project  Alternative 

The  size  of  this  site  eliminates  nearly  all  other 
potential  site  improvement  possibilities.  Once  a full 
service  boat  ramp  is  installed,  the  greatest  need  at 
this  site  will  be  for  parking. 

Several  years  ago,  the  Department  conducted  an  inventory 
of  the  Fishing  Access  Site  system.  The  review  indicated 
that  there  was  millions  of  dollars  in  needed  work.  To 
retire  the  existing  backlog,  a system-wide  minimal 
development  guideline  had  to  be  initiated. 

Therefore,  vastly  expanded  sites  are  no  longer  an  option. 


VII . Environmental  Assessment  Conclusion  Section 


1)  Is  an  EIS  required?  No 

This  review  has  clearly  demonstrated  that  the  impacts 
associated  with  this  project  is  not  significant.  The  net 
result  of  the  proposed  work  is  a positive  improvement  to 
the  human  and  physical  environment. 

2)  Describe  the  level  of  public  involvement  - H.B.  495 
requires  statewide  and  local  announcement 

A Department  News  Release  was  produced  on  December  17, 
1991  explaining  potential  site  projects  in  Region  1. 
This  release  gave  the  dates  and  locations  of  two  public 
meeting  to  be  held  in  January.  The  News  Release  was 
published  by  the  Kalispell  News  (12-27-91)  and  the 
Missoulian  (12-27-91) . Additionally,  a statewide  Legal 
Notice  was  published  in  the  Helena  Independent  Record  on 
March  26  and  30,  1993. 

3)  Duration  of  the  comment  period. 

The  Legal  Notice  published  in  March  of  1993  stated  that 
comments  would  be  accepted  through  April  30,  1993. 
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4)  Name,  title,  address  and  phone  number  of  the  Person 
Responsible  for  Preparing  the  EA/H.B.495  Document. 

Bruce  J.  Rehwinkel 

Assistant  Management  Bureau  Chief 

Fisheries  Division 

Montana  Department  of  Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks 
1420  East  Sixth  Avenue 
Helena,  Montana  59620 

(406)  444-2432 


APPENDIX  A 


APPENDIX  B 


July  29, 


State  Historic  Preservation  Office 


Montana  Historical  Society 

Mailing  Address:  225  North  Roberts  • Helena,  MT  59620-9990 
Office  Address:  102  Broadway  • Helena,  MT  • (406)  444-7715 

1991 


DECEIVED 

X 0 139 ] 


Paul  Valle 

Montana  Department  of  Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks 
Capitol  Complex 
Helena,  MT.  59620 


RE:  Park  Developments  Cultural  Resource  Review 

t 

Dear  Paul: 


As  requested  we  have  conducted  a cultural  resource  file  search 
and  review  for  the  projects  listed  below.  Here  are  our  search 
results  and  comments: 


Walstad  Park  C24N-21W-27)  - No  cultural  sites  are  currently 
documented  in  the  park  area  and  we  have  no  record  of  past  survey 
at  this  property.  We  note  that  proposed  developments  will 
primarily  involve  improvements  to  existing  facilities.  We 
suggest  that  the  Confederated  Salish  and  Kooteani  Culture 
Committees  be  informed  about  the  undertaking  and  asked  to  provide 
their  comments.  If  they  express  no  cultural  concerns,  we 
recommend  that  cultural  resource  clearance  be  granted. 

Flat  Iron  Ridge  (22N-30W-35)  - No  cultural  resource  are  currently 
recorded  in  the  designated  project  location.  Past  survey  in  the 
vicinity  of  the  park  has  been  conducted  by  the  highway  department 
for  a road  improvement  project.  We  note  that  the  area  of  proposed 
construction  improvement  has  been  heavily  disturbed  by  road  and 
jetty  construction  activties.  Much  of  the  site  appears  to  be 
built  on  fill  material  from  highway  construction.  As  such  it  is 
unlikely  that  intact  cultural  resources  are  present  in  the 
development  area. 

- Four  historic  and  prehistoric  sites 
Tiav^Seenrecorded  ino^near  this  facility: 


24LA55 

North  half 

36 

Workshop 

24FH427 

NW 

36 

Ranger  Station 

24FH94 

SE 

36 

Fishing  Site 

24FH421 

SE 

36 

Log  Structure 

We  note  that  this  project  will  involve  replacement  of  an  existing 
boat  ramp.  It  does  not  appear  that  this  action  will  impact  any  of 
these  recorded  sites.  This  does  not  appear  to  be  the  kind  of 
action  that  would  pose  a threat  to  significant  cultural 
resources . 
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